To these critics, the Conservatives' decision to leave the EPP-ED is seen as a counterproductive and therefore irrational act. As a result, it is explained not with reference to the ideas propounded by the new group (see Appendix 1) -ideas which have therefore attracted virtually no media interest or comment -but instead in terms of the internal politics of the Conservative Party. David Cameron, it is routinely observed, made the promise to leave the EPP-ED group solely in order to match or outbid his rivals in the leadership contest which took place in 2005. He has stuck to it, it is assumed, because to have abandoned it would have caused a damaging internal row with Conservative right-wingers already suspicious of their 'modernising' leader but prepared to see the fulfilment of his pledge as a quid pro quo for their not grumbling too much about his attempt to re-locate the Party back in the centre-ground. Moreover, the departure from the EPP-ED would, it was said, at least deprive the anti-EU United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) of the chance to cast doubt on the Conservatives'
Euroscepticism by pointing to their willingness to work with continental federalists.
Finally, to have decided to carry on with the arrangement despite his commitment would have risked sending a signal to the electorate that Cameron was not a man of his word. It might also have made it even harder for the Conservative leader, once Prime Minister, to resist hardline Eurosceptic pressure to retrospectively re-litigate the Lisbon Treaty.
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The majority of the criticism, however, of the Conservatives' move has been rather less measured, especially in the press. Here the focus has been not merely on the policy consequences but on the supposedly extremist politics and character of the partners with which the Conservatives have chosen to work in the new group -the fourth largest in parliament after the EPP, the Socialists, the Liberals and the Greens (see Table 1 ).
Essentially, as the Guardian's correspondent put it a month before the European elections, the argument is that 'the Tories are shooting themselves in the foot by trading power and influence in the committees dominated by the centre-right for a motley crew of Brussels-bashing populists and reactionaries on the rightwing fringes of Europe.' 4 So obsessed, apparently, were the Conservatives with calling a halt to further integration that they rejected the mainstream and moderate continental centre-right and chose, claimed another journalist on the same paper, to ally instead with the proudly ignorant parties of eastern Europe. Know-nothing chauvinism, sexual and religious prejudices, and conspiracy theories from Europe's dark heart motivate them, but they are against federalism and that is all that matters to Cameron. 5 The bulk of attention has been paid to the two biggest members of this apparently bad bunch -the Polish Law and Justice party (PiS) and the Czech Civic Democrats (ODS) -although the other, much smaller, outfits -particularly those from Latvia, the Netherlands and Belgium -have also attracted some comment. As a result, anyone reading the press coverage of the new group immediately before, during and after its formation on 22 June 2009 would have come away with the some pretty negative impressions. Indeed, one Polish pundit is quoted by the Guardian to the effect that, in the light of a deal that supposedly allowed Radio Maryja approved candidates onto Law and Justice's European list in return for its support during the elections, Cameron might as well be in an alliance with the station's notorious proprietor, Father Tadeusz Rydzyk. 6 Finally, we are reminded (in the same article) that during its time in government, Law and Justice 'formed a coalition with extremists and ultra-nationalists, conducted witchhunts of opponents, pursued deeply illiberal policies and was turfed out of office as a national embarrassment.'
Anyone wondering if the ODS was any less politically extreme would -if they relied on the British press anyway -would be just as disappointed. Based on the comments of its founder (sometimes simply referred to namelessly as 'one of its leaders'), the Czech President Václav Klaus that 'Global warming is a false myth and every serious person and scientist says so', they are, it is implied, climate-change deniers -a charge also levelled at Law and Justice. They are also, it is noted, led by a politician, Mirek
Topolanek, now famous not so much for being unable to hold his governing coalition together during his country's six-month presidency of the EU but for being photographed 'naked and excited' (as one paper put it) at a poolside party hosted by Italy's Silvio
Berlusconi.
As for the smaller parties recruited into the ECR, each of which swell its ranks by just MEPs -who deny that climate change is man-made.
Topolánek himself has characteristically echoed this anti-environmentalism and climate change scepticism, describing man-made global warming as a 'pseudo problem' and decrying efforts to combat it as waste of time and money, while his key concern has centred on the party's twin priorities of increasing energy efficiency and securing
Europe's energy security by reducing dependency on Russian oil and gas by promoting TB-LNNK, then, is -at least in Latvian terms -not an extremist but a conservative nationalist grouping. It has endorsed deregulatory and pro-market policies such as flat taxation, although it is committed to a social market economy and has more recently paid more attention to the need to combat poverty and inequality, the growth of which it views as a threat to national cohesion. The latter remains its primary goal. Indeed, its main concern has always been the preservation of Latvian nationhood and a distinct view of the relationship of Latvian state as one of legal continuity with independent inter-war Latvia -a view which spills over into making proficiency in the Latvian language a requirement of obtaining citizenship, creating difficulties for Russian-speaking minorities and their families who never previously needed to do so. Having been keen to join the EU, the party has, since accession, often sounded a Eurosceptic tone, in rhetorical terms at least, opposing moves towards a more federal Europe and advocating a more intergovernmental union of nation states. This scepticism is given a sharper edge by concerns over EU pressure for more inclusive citizenship laws and fears that the EU's CFSP might impede Latvia's ability to pursue its own robust national policies towards Russia. Despite this, the party supported both the European Constitutional Treaty and the Lisbon Treaty as acceptable and workable compromises. It also advocates not only a more integrated EU energy policy (partly to counter Russia's game playing over oil and gas) but also rapid adoption of the single currency.
The The Lijst's one MEP, Derk-Jan Eppink, has extensive experience not just as a political journalist but also as an EU insider. Having worked for two European Commissioners, Frits Bolkestein and Siim Kallas, he wrote a revealing book about his experiences which, among other things, suggested that the EU needed to do much less in some areas (notably taxation, agriculture and regional policy) and more in others (most obviously market liberalization, energy, and immigration, not least in order to prevent the 'Islamicisation'
of Europe).
foreign affairs commentator in New York. Eppink, then, is potentially a highly valuable member of the ECR if he can adjust to the life of an MEP and to party politics in general.
At first glance, anyway, the self-styled 'eurorealism' of the party he represents -one which, without questioning European integration per se, urges the EU to focus more on concrete achievements and cutting bureaucracy -should suit him (and probably the Conservatives) down to the ground.
ChristenUnie (CU), the third West European member of the ECR, is not quite the fundamentalist party it is sometimes portrayed as, though the media's confusion is A large number of Conservative MEPs -probably a majority -were less than happy about leaving the EPP-ED in the first place but had assumed that they would at least be in charge of the new grouping (in as much as anyone is 'in charge' of an EP party group). Of course, the Conservatives could look beyond the EPP for new recruits but this really would take them into shark-infested waters. According to some reports prior to the group's formation, there was some consideration given to including the Danish People's Party and the Italian Northern League. Resuscitating such an idea could be politically suicidal for the Conservatives. Such parties may be Eurosceptic but they are also way to the right of any of the current members of the ECR. If they were to join, the liberal media in the UK would certainly find it very easy indeed to find ammunition to embarrass Mr Cameron -probably on a weekly, if not a daily, basis.
As it is, their attempts to damn Mr Cameron by the company he keeps should be taken with a pinch of salt. Just as importantly, perhaps, they miss the point. It is certainly true that some parties in the ECR are more socially conservative than the Conservative Party, although only insofar as the social liberalism of, say, David Cameron and George
Osborne, accurately reflects the attitudes of most of their fellow Conservatives. But they are -especially in the context of their own political cultures -far from being extremists, even if, when taken together they form not so much a coherent whole as a mix of liberal conservatives (the Conservatives, ODS, LDD and MDF) and conservative nationalists (PiS and TB-LNNK). Possibly more significant is the fact that they are also rather less opposed to some key aspects of the European project than the Conservatives like to think.
And not only is their Euroscepticism (in marked contrast to the Conservatives') often more instrumental than principled -in the jargon, more Soft than it is Hard. 12 It is also accompanied in some cases by hostility towards major powers like Germany and Russia.
As Prime Minister of a party that is likely to be more Eurosceptic than ever but of a country that will presumably seek to remain on reasonable terms with its larger neighbours, David Cameron, could well find that the ECR provides him with more problems than solutions. 
